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ANESTHESIA. 



WHO FIRST DISCOVERED AND DEVELOPED IT? 



Some of my friends have claimed for me a greater 
share of credit in the discovery and development of 
anaesthesia than I deserve, or have ever claimed for 
myself. 

I propose, in this brief treatise, to give a plain 
and siiuple statement of the facts concerning this dis- 
covery, and leave the public to judge of the degree of 
merit which each of the actors may justly claim. 

It is an established principle that the mere con- 
ception of a discovery, without any practical applica- 
tion and develojDment of it, does not constitute a dis- 
covery. The real discoverer is the man who not only 
conceives, but practically applies and develops his 
discovery — puts it into actual use. 

By this rule, the claims of Sir Humphry Davy 
and of Dr. Crawford W. Long, of Georgia, must be 
set aside. In a work entitled, " Researches on Nitrous 
Oxide," published by Sir Humphry Davy in 1800, he 
uses these words : " Inasmuch as Nitrous Oxide, when 
inhaled in large doses, seems capable of rendering one 
insensible to pain, it is not improbable that it may be 
used in surgical operations where no great flow of 



blood is caused." There is no evidence that Sii' Hum- 
phry Davy or any one else ever acted on his suggestion. 

Dr. Crawford W. Long performed a surgical 
operation while the patient was imder the influence of 
Sulphuric Ether in 1842. But there is no evidence 
that he ever performed any other operation with it, 
or that he made any publication of it. Evidently he 
did not consider or claim that he had made a discovery. 

Without any knowledge of the suggestion of Sir 
Humphry Davy, or the experiment of Dr. Long, the 
great discovery of modern antesthesia was made by 
the late Dr. Horace Wells, of Hartford, Conn., on the 
evening of the 10th of December, 1844 ; and on the 
following day he put it to a practical test on his own 
person. 

The circumstances were as follows : On the even- 
ing of the 10th of December, 1844, 1 gave an exhibition 
of the effects of laughing gas in the city of Hartford, 
Conn. Among those who inhaled it was a young man 
by the name of Cooley, who while under its influence, in 
jumping about, ran against some wooden benches or 
settees on the stage, bruising his legs badly. After 
taking his seat, he was astonished to find his legs 
bloody ; and said he did not know he had run against 
a bench, and felt no pain until after the effects of the 
gas had passed off. Dr. Wells — who sat next to him 
— noticed the circumstance, and as the audience 
were retiring, asked me why a man could not have a 
tooth extracted without pain while under the influence 



of tlie gas. I replied that I did not know, as the idea 
had never occuiTed to me. Dr. Wells then said he be- 
lieved it could be done, and would try it on himself, if I 
would bring a bag of gas to his dental office the next 
day. The next morning — 11th of December, 1844 — I 
took a bag of gas to his office — Dr. Riggs having been 
called in — and administered it to Wells, and Dr. Riggs 
extracted a molar tooth for him. Dr. Wells, on recov- 
ering, exclaimed, " It is the greatest discovery ever made ! 
I didn't feel it so much as the pricTc of a pin ! " This 
was the first operation performed in modern anaes- 
thesia, and was the forerunner of all the other anaes- 
thetics. Beyond all question, this discovery had its 
bii'th in the brain of Dr. Horace Wells ! I can only 
claim for myself that I was the occasion of the discovery, 
and of having given the gas for the first operation 
with an anaesthetic. 

At the request of Dr. Wells, I instructed him how 
to make the gas, and then went off on my exhibition 
business. Dr. Wells got up the apparatus, made 
and tested the effects of the gas, and then went to 
Boston to make the discovery known. He called 
upon Dr. Morton, his former pupil in dentistry, also on 
many other dentists and physicians, stating what he 
had discovered and done. They all treated him as a 
visionary enthusiast. He obtained permission of the 
elder Dr. Warren to address the class in surgery at Cam- 
bridge College. At the close of his remarks, he ad- 
ministered the gas to a boy and extracted a tooth. 



The boy screamed out, tliougli lie said he didn't 
know when the tooth was drawn. The students, how- 
ever, hissed, and pronounced the pi-etended discovery 
a humbug. After laboring in and around Boston 
for about three weeks without any success, Wells 
returned to Hartford and resumed his dental practice, 
using the gas as an ansesthetic. He used the gas dur- 
ing all of the year 1845, as the depositions of some 
forty respectable citizens of Hartford on whom he had 
operated, bear testimony. During this year of 1845, 
no one claims that any dentist or surgeon used the 
gas, or any other anaesthetic, save Wells alone. 

At the close of 1845, Dr. Wells went to Europe 
on account of ill health, where he remained several 
years. When in Paris he presented his claims before 
the Academy of Sciences, and the Academy con- 
ferred upon him the honor of an " M.D." 

During the month of September, 1846, Dr. Mor- 
ton (Dr. Wells's former pupil) went to Dr. Jackson, a 
chemist of Boston, to learn how to make the Nitrous 
Oxide or laughing gas, as he wished to test the truth 
of Wells's pretended discovery. Dr. Jackson advised 
him to try Sulphuric Ether, and said, " That gas ex- 
hilarates, makes people laugh, dance, etc. If that will 
destroy pain. Sulphuric Ether will do the same," but ad- 
vised him not to incur the expense of the apparatus to 
make the gas. Upon this suggestion. Dr. Morton pur- 
chased some Ether and tried it on a boy named Eben 
Frost. This first experiment with Ether took place 



on the SO th of September, 1846 — almost two years 
after Wells had used the gas — and was suggested by 
by Wells's experiments ! Dr. Morton reported the 
success of his operation to Dr. Jackson, which they 
followed up by a series of experiments between 
them, with Ether. Finding it successful, they ap- 
plied, jointly, for a patent for the discovery of the 
anresthetic effects of Ether. Before the patent was 
issued, Jackson assigned all his interest in it to Morton, 
taking an agreement from the latter that he — Morton 
— should give him 10 per cent, of all he made out of 
it. Dr. Jackson then wrote to the Commissioner in 
Washington, requesting that the patent should be issued 
to Morton, which was done, while Morton, in order 
to mystify the public, called it " Letheon," and began 
to sell " rights." At this early period, it was too much 
to believe that any vapor inhaled into the lungs could 
destroy pain in a surgical operation, and, as a result, the 
discovery was scouted by the profession. Dr. Morton 
deserves great credit for his perseverance in pushing 
it into use and demonstration in the Massachusetts 
General Hospital. Any one, on discovering that 
Nitrous Oxide would destroy pain, would naturally in- 
fer that Ether might do the same ; and at the sugges- 
tion of Dr. Marcy (who was then practising medi- 
cine in Hartford), Dr. Wells tried Ether on one occa- 
sion, before he went to Eiirope. But he did not like 
the symptoms, the odor was bad, and this was the only 
experiment he ever tried with it. 



In the latter part of 1847 Wells returned from 
Europe, and was astonished to learn that Dr. Morton 
had obtained a patent for Ether, and claimed the honor 
of the discovery of anfesthesia ! An exciting discus- 
sion followed between them on the subject in the 
Boston Medical Journal. This discussion so worked 
on the sensitive nature of Wells, that he became de- 
ranged and committed suicide. This took place on 
the 24th of January, 1848. Up to this period no one 
had attempted to use the gas save Wells. 

After the death of Wells, Dr. Morton claimed that 
Niti'uus Oxide was not an ancesthetic, and that insensi- 
bility to pain could not be produced by it ; therefore 
he, Morton, was the discoverer of anaesthesia ! And 
Dr. Jackson endorsed this view, stating in his work on 
Chemistry, that he had tried the gas with " large ori- 
fices and small orifices " and could not produce insen- 
sibility with it. Subsequently, when Jackson learns 
that some man's name is going down to posterity as a 
great discoverer, he claims the discovery of anaesthe- 
sia, inasmuch as he suggested the trial of Ether to 
Morton. A violent discussion followed between them 
on the subject. 

Dr. Morton, in his claim that Nitrous Oxide was 
not an anaesthetic, virtually admits that Dr. Wells was 
the discoverer of anaesthesia, ])rovided that Nitrous 
Oxide was an anassthetic, and that pain could be de- 
stroyed by it. 

Dr. Morton's claim to be the discoverer of anaes- 



tliesia was almost universally recognized, from tlie 
time of the death of Wells, January 24th, 1848, till 
the month of June, 1863, when I revived the use of 
the gas in the city of New Haven, Conn. During this 
period of fifteen years, when the gas was mentioned, 
the profession said, " O that was tried by Wells 
and proved a failure." When in New Haven in June, 
1863, I was preparing to give an exhibition of the 
amusing effects of the gas, and invited a number of 
gentlemen to attend a private preliminary entertainment 
at which I gave a history of the discovery of anesthe- 
sia, and detailed the experiments of Wells ; stating 
also that I had never been able to induce a dentist to 
try the gas. Dr. J. H. Smith, a distinguished dentist 
of New Haven, who was present, said to me that he 
would try the gas, provided I would administer it. I 
replied that I would be very glad to do it, as I wished 
to demonstrate what could be done with it. We com- 
menced at his office. The first patient who came in 
was a wealthy old lady, for whom we extracted seven 
teeth with the gas. On recovering she ^vas so pleased 
with the result, that she said I might mention her 
name to my audience, and state that she had had seven 
teeth extracted without pain, and without any ill or 
unpleasant effects from the gas. I did so. In three 
weeks and two days, we extracted a little over three 
thousand teeth ! This success induced me to abandon 
the " Exhibition " business, and to establish an Institu- 
tion in New York, devoted exclusively to the extrac- 
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tion of teeth witli the gas. I called it the Colton 
Dental Association, because my name had been so long 
identified with the gas. 

Whatever credit I deserve in connection w^ith this 
matter is derived from the fact that I revived the use 
of the gas after it had been condemned, dead and for- 
srotten as an anaesthetic from 1848 to 1863. In this 
revival and demonsti'ation of the value of the gas as 
an ana3sthetic, is not the world practically indebted to 
me for its use ? If I had not revived it, when, and by 
whom would it have been done ? That poor Wells 
failed to convince the world of its value does not 
militate in the slightest degree against the honor he 
deserves as the discoverer of anaesthesia. He did all 
that a man could do under the circumstances. 

Chloroform was discovered and brought into 
practical use by Professor Simpson, of Edinburgh, in 
the latter part of 1847, or about a year after the first 
experiments made with Ether ; but Chloroform is a dan- 
gerous agent to use, especially in unskilful hands, as 
thousands of deaths have occurred while under its in- 
fluence. Ether is a much safer agent, yet both these 
agents often cause nausea, and the ill effects frequently 
last for days. The Nitrous Oxide is beyond all com- 
parison the safest of all anaesthetics ; as it is pleasant 
to inhale, and the patient is quickly under its influence 
and quickly over it. I have given it to over 150,000 
patients without a single death. I have the autograph 
signatures, and numbered, of every patient in my office. 
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Nearly ten years ago tlie following testimonial 
was given to me, signed by many of the most eminent 



lysicians, 



Surgeons and Dentists of New York : 



New York, Novemher, 187C. 
The undersigned hereby certify that tliey are more or less familiar 
with the anfesthetic effects of Nitrous Oxide Gas, having experienced or 
-witnessed its operation at the CoiiTON Dental Association in the Cooper 
Institute. When the gas is pure and properly administered, it suspends 
all consciousness of pain, and, so far as we know, has never been attended 
with any injurious effects. We regard it as the safest of all anaesthetics. 
Signed by 



WiLLARD Parker, M.D., 
GuRDON BncK, M.D., 
C. F. Chandler, M.D., 
FoRDTCE Barker, M.D., 
J. Marion Sims, M.D., 
Stephen Smith, M.D., 
C. R. Agnew, M.D., 
Alex. B. Mott, M.D., 
T. A. EjnrETT, M.D., 
A. B. Crosby, M.D., 
John Allen, D.D.S., 
A. L. Northrop, D.D.S., 
Geo. E. Hawes, M.D., 
William H. Dwinell, M.D., 
J. Smith Dodge, Jr., M.D., 
Norman W. Kingsley, D.D.S., 
Chauncey p. Fitch, M.D., 
Charles Merritt, 
S. L. Close, D.D.S., 



Frank H. Hamilton, M.D., LL.D., 

William A. Hammond, M.D., 

Lewis A. Sayre, M.D., 

H. B. Sands, M.D., 

Austin Flint, M D., 

T. M. Markoe, M.D., 

James R. Wood, M.D., 

Isaac E. Taylor, M.D., 

Jas. Knight, M.D., 

Andrew H. Smith, M D., 

R. Ogden DoREMUs, M.D., LL.D., 

Alfred C. Post, M.D., 

Elisiia Harris, M.D., 

Jerome C. Smith, M.D., 

W. A. Bronson, M.D., 

Albert Lefler, 

WnjLiAJi H. Allen, 

J. S. Latimer, D.D.S., 

Ehrick Parmley, 

E. A. BoGDE, M.D. 



When the gas is breathed freely, as it should be, 
its effects are admirably described by the Rev. Dr. 
Prime in one of his " Iren^eus " letters published in 
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the New YorTc Olserver, March 3d, 1870, from which 
the following extract is taken : 

" He received me kindly in his spacious parlors, 
and concurred in the justice of the sentence pro- 
nounced. He seated me comfortably in the old arm- 
chair, and offered me the mouth-piece which the Em- 
press once, for a moment, held. I put it to my lips, 
and inhaled three, four, perhaps five times, and then, 
instantly, as it seemed to me, I heard the Doctor say, 
' There, it's all right.' I was awake, but the five teeth 
were gone, as if by magic, without a sense of feeling, 
with no knowledge of any operation having been per- 
formed. There was no more sense of having been 
asleep, or of having taken anything, than if it had been 
a glass of water, or a draught of fresh air. It was 
about two minutes from the time of inhalation to 
the waking, but the unconsciousness was so complete 
that it seemed no time at all. Not the slightest incon- 
venience supervened, and that intense benumbing effect 
which follows the wrenching of a tooth from its socket, 
was entirely unknown. In a few days the gums healed 
and became solid, and all sense of having undergone 
any operation was past. 

"The Doctor has a big roll of manuscript, on 
which he requests each one who has been operated 
upon in this room to subscribe his name. They are 
numbered regularly, and my name was opposite 40,- 
509. This is not the noble army of martyrs exactly, 
but of -living witnesses to the safety and efficacy of the 
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process, for in the whole number, some of whom have 
had fifteen teeth removed at a single sitting, not an 
accident has occurred." 

There are, no doubt, many dentists who manu- 
facture impure gas; or administer pure gas after it 
becomes stale. There is this important fact to be con- 
sidered. There is no injury produced by the inhala- 
tion of stale gas, only it fails to produce the effect de- 
sired. And if the gas is so impure that its inhalation 
would prove fatal, it cannot he breathed at all — it would 
be coughed up at once. When the gas is pure, it has 
no more taste or odor than the common air, and is per- 
fectly agreeable to the lungs. I supjjose that, in show- 
ing patients how I wish them to commence to breathe 
the gas, I inhale, in the aggregate, twenty gallons myself 
every day. There is no reaction folloioing the inhalation 
of the gas. In this respect it is unlike all other stimu- 
lants. And this, simply because it acts on the blood, 
and not on the substance of the lungs or other organs. 
Consumptive patients will often feel stronger for days 
after inhaling it, because it supplies to the blood that 
element — oxygen — for the lack of which they are 
growing weaker and weaker. The good effects how- 
ever, are only temporary. 

Where Neuralgic pains arise from a low vital or 
unoxygenized condition of the blood, the gas affords 
instantaneous relief. This fact — and it is a fact — has 
not as yet engaged the attention of the Medical Pro- 
fession. 
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Of what is Nitrous Oxide, or laughing gas, com- 
posed ? It is composed of precisely the same elements — 
oxygen and nitrogen — as the common air, only the 
proportions are dift'erent. In the air we have (in round 
numbers) one-fifth oxygen and four-fifths nitrogen. In 
this gas there is half oxygen and half nitrogen, or by 
volume, one of oxygen to two of nitrogen. Oxygen 
is the life-giving principle of the air, and in this gas 
loe have more of it ; a person lives a little faster while 
under its influence. 

Chloroform and Ether act as sedatives, and de- 
press the action of the heart, running the pulse down 
from 70 to 20 or 25 beats to the minute ; and this, be- 
cause they cut off the necessary supply of oxygen. 
The laughing gas, on the contrary, acts as an exhilarant, 
as by supplying an extra supply of oxygen to the 
lungs, the pulse is increased 15 to 20 beats to the 
minute. The foi'mer agents carry the patient down 
towards the point of death ; the latter up into increased 
life. 

I suppose I am safe in saying that, in the use of 
Chloroform, one death has occurred in every 1,000 times 
it has been administered. I have given the gas 150,000 
times without such an accident. And I doubt if there 
has ever been a well authenticated case of death caused 
by the gas ; or a death in which there was not some 
other cause sufficient to produce the result. 

Although my connection with this great discovery 
was incidental, yet I think it will be admitted that I 
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was tlie occasion of the discoveiy, and that but for me 
it would not have been made; certainly not at that 
time. And is it too much to claim that the world is 
practically indebted to me for the anaesthetic use of 
the Nitrous Oxide gas, having revived and demon- 
strated its value after it had been abandoned and for- 
gotten for the space of fifteen years ? 

I leave the subject to the impartial Judgment of 
the profession and the public. 

G. Q. COLTON. 
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